Abstract. The paper deals with the application of ICT and the use of blended teaching and learning within the curriculum of general English at the levels A1-B2 in tertiary education. The research presented in the paper focuses on analyzing the language teachers' experience in computer assisted language teaching as well as their practices and attitudes towards the blended learning courses created at the Centre of Foreign Languages at Vytautas Magnus University (VMU). Given the fact that the contemporary society is especially sensitive with regard to the development and the application of innovative technologies and given the fact that current and future university students are increasingly 'digital natives', the task of language teachers to make the best use of ICT in teaching languages becomes their most acute need and their biggest challenge. Therefore, the authors of the present paper take it as their aim to ease the above indicated task of the teachers by scrutinizing and casting light on their relevant doubts, needs and endeavours. The research was carried out at the Centre of Foreign Languages (VMU) with 24 teachers of English taking the role of the respondents. The research is based mainly on qualitative methodology including the methods of an informal interview and a questionnaire.
Introduction
Nowadays when various types of e-communication are becoming more widely spread and when letter writing is understood as e-mailing as well as talking to one's friends or relatives as e-chatting, there necessarily arises a need to continuously develop and expand e-teaching/ learning materials and courses. If at present we cannot imagine our lives without e-banking and e-mailing, the future generations will not be able to imagine theirs without distance learning or blended learning. To meet the contemporary needs, in 2009 the Centre of Foreign Languages (VMU) created 4 blended learning courses of general English for tertiary education at the levels A1-B2 according to The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001; Morrow, 2004) .
While analysing the possible threats and dangers arising along with the introduction of e-teaching/ learning, Rutkauskienė et.al. (2003, 2007) observe that users might feel anxiety and have fear of losing control of the system, in which case they could lose face by showing themselves as ignorant in ICT. The introduction of digital innovations might be especially face-threatening and challenging to the teachers provided that the current and future university students are increasingly 'digital natives', i.e. born into to the world with ICT widely-spread (cf. Sharma and Barrett, 2007) . By contrast, most of the teachers can be regarded as "digital immigrants" (as pointed out by Gary Anderson in his plenary speech at a conference in Kaunas, May 21-22, 2010) who need to adapt themselves to the rapidly changing digital world. Therefore, it is not only the quest of what ICT to blend in and how much of it would allow for the best results, but also their personal wish to keep pace well with the technology that burden language teachers nowadays.
The research problem. With the above assumptions in mind, the present study sees the challenge of effective and optimal integration of ICT into the English language teaching process as a research problem.
The research aims. As a result, the present study firstly aims at analyzing the English language teachers' attitudes to the application of ICT and blended learning in general. It further aims to scrutinize the teachers' attitudes towards the 4 blended learning courses of General English, which were created at the Centre of Foreign Languages (VMU), after one year of their introduction into the curriculum. The main objective of the study is to raise the quality of teaching English through the increased efficiency in the application of ICT which highly depends on the language teachers' ICTawareness and appreciation.
Theoretical Background
Scholars (e. g. Chapelle and Jamieson, 2008, Sharma and Barrett, 2007) dealing with contemporary methodologies of teaching foreign languages accentuate the fact that the stateof-the-art language learning and teaching technologies closely reflect the current needs, habits and tendencies of the digitalized society. On the one hand, the application of ICT to learning processes creates the learning environment which is similar to the everyday activities of the contemporary learners, as, for instance, using computers for work or entertainment. On the other hand, the application of ICT extends the learners' scope of interaction from the learner-teacher and learnerlearner interaction to the computer-based interactive activities and extends the ways of communication from the face-toface interaction to the communication via electronic means. The continuous alteration and adaptation of the approaches Computer towards foreign language pedagogy to the learners' needs is accurately described by Brown as "the changing winds and the shifting sands of language teaching over years" (2001, p.18) . Shifting the methods and techniques applied by foreign language teachers is strongly interrelated with their general "philosophy of education" (Brown, 2000, p.7) . According to Chapelle and Jamieson (2008) , nowadays the traditional components of English language pedagogy, or it can be assumed the foreign language pedagogy in general, can be successfully enriched with the computer component as a helpful and valuable tool (see Figure 1 below The concept of blended learning, which is the primary focus of the present study, has been used and interpreted in a variety of ways within the field of foreign language teaching and beyond; one of the most comprehensive discussions of this concept is presented by Sharma and Barrett (2007) .
Starting with an overview of the existing definitions of blended learning and building upon such methodological aspects as a combination of online and in-person learning, a mixture of face-to-face and distance learning as well as the incorporation of various ICT technologies and e-learning platforms, Sharma and Barrett generalize their understanding of blended learning as the learning processes where learners meet with a teacher for a face-to-face instruction but in which the course includes "a parallel self-study component such as a CD-ROM or access to web-based materials" (Sharma and Barrett, 2007, p.7). For Sharma and Barrett, the term blended learning is applicable to a variety of teaching and learning situations and pertinent to a broad range of combinations with regard to face-to-face and computermediated teaching and learning. In that sense, the concept of blended learning is seen to be broader and more inclusive than distance learning and CALL, which makes blended learning function as a superordinate of the other two terms.
Following the conception set by Sharma and Barrett (2007) , the present study defines blended learning as the teaching and learning process where face-to-face instruction is enhanced through the resources and activities designed and accessible in a computerized language learning laboratory and in the virtual Moodle environment. The computerized language learning laboratory used at the Centre of Foreign Languages (VMU) is equipped with SANAKO Lab 300 software for classwork management and ICT for interactive self-study. The courses contained in the virtual Moodle environment include a broad scope of teaching and learning materials such as theory presentations, video lectures, video episodes for discussions, audio records for listening comprehension and interactive tasks. The courses are also equipped with various means of communication, such as discussion forums and chats.
Methodology
The application of ICT to teaching foreign languages as a state-of-the-art methodological solution has been widely accompanied by research into the attitudes and the needs of the learners (cf. Moodle was chosen as the virtual environment used for all distance learning and teaching courses at VMU. This new blended learning approach engendered the need to analyse the attitudes of the participants engaged into its application. While most of the similar studies attend to the learners' needs, the present study focuses on the attitudes and the experience of the teachers with 24 English language teachers of the centre taking the role of the respondents.
The study is based on the methodology of a small scale mainly qualitative analysis including the methods of a survey conducted using informal interviews and questionnaires. The research questions formulated for the investigation are as follows:
 What is the respondents' general experience in the use of blended teaching?
 What inadequacies and benefits of blended learning were revealed through the piloting delivery of the general English courses in a blended form?
The investigation was carried out in three stages. The first stage was completed before the actual delivery of the blended learning courses. The purpose of the first stage was to collect data about the teachers' general experience in the use of ICT in teaching processes focusing on their work in Sanako 300 Lab. At this stage data was obtained using a short questionnaire and the results are delivered in Tables 1  and 2 . The second and the third stages were completed after the delivery of the courses. Another questionnaire was prepared for the second stage in order to investigate the teachers' attitudes towards different aspects of the materials and the activities in the Moodle environment; the data are presented in Figures 2 and 3 . Given the relatively small number of the respondents (teachers of English at the Centre of Foreign Languages at VMU), the data in the Tables and  Figures are presented in absolute numbers. At the third stage the method of a loosely structured informal interview was applied for a more in-depth discussion of the teachers' experience and opinion with regard to the given courses.
Results and Discussion

General Experience in Blended Teaching
The results of the study regarding the first research question, namely the English language teachers' general experience in the use of ICT and blended teaching, are presented in Tables  1 and 2 below. These results were obtained using the method of a questionnaire. Given that the questions were formulated in such a way as to closely reflect the current situation of technological equipment at the teachers' workplace, their answers can be expected to closely reflect the teachers' current practices, attitudes and needs with regard to the application of ICT. The majority of the teachers indicate that the application of ICT is a common practice in their teaching routine, with only one clearly negative answer related to the lack of competence. Along the same lines, most of the teachers express their appreciation of the work in the multimedia language teaching/ learning laboratory equipped with Sanako software, with one answer giving preference to traditional methods. Nevertheless, the majority of the teachers appear to be lacking skills for a more active and creative approach to the use of ICT. On the one hand, most of them highlight their inadequate experience in the preparation of interactive teaching and testing materials.
On the other hand, most of them reveal that their higher competence in ICT would allow for a more effective teaching in the multimedia lab. Finally, the teachers express their determination to use ICT in the future by indicating their willingness to increase their competence in specialized seminars.
Evaluation of Main Aspects of Blended Courses
Figures 2 and 3 demonstrate the study results with regard to the second research question, namely the teachers' attitudes towards the four blended learning general English courses ranging from level A1 to B2 and created at the Centre of Foreign Languages at VMU. In that part of the research the teachers were asked to evaluate these blended learning courses in terms of the usefulness and efficiency of their different aspect in the teaching/ learning process. Figure 2 displays the aspects of the four courses which refer to study materials and resources used in the courses. These aspects are regarded by most of the teachers as useful. Meanwhile, Figure 3 shows those aspects which are related to different types of e-communication and which leave the teachers in doubt about their benefits. Given that there are twice as many aspects in the former Figure as in the latter and that there are no aspects where the dominant answer would be negative, it can be concluded that the general attitude of the teachers towards these blended learning course is quite positive.
The teachers are especially positive about the self-check exercises which are presented in an interactive form, the audiovisual materials and the materials aimed at engaging students into the units of the courses. The slide presentations with the explanation of lexical and grammatical patterns, the relevant internet links and the exercises presented in the word and pdf files receive slightly less support but are still evaluate quite positively.
The aspects displayed in Figure 3 include asynchronous eforums, synchronous e-discussions, e-chats as well as econsultations. Although the teachers have reservations about the usefulness of all these aspects, e-consultations receive least of the support and most of doubts. On the basis of the results displayed in the two Figures, a conclusion can be drawn that the teachers value those aspects of blended learning which are related to the independence of the students and their autonomous learning. In the meantime, the benefits of those aspects of blended learning which focus on the input of the teacher are regarded as questionable. Two explanations can be suggested for such findings. On the one hand, these findings may show that while acclaiming the factor of independence and autonomy in blended learning, the teachers still prefer the traditional face-to-face interaction for a teacher-learner contact. On the other hand, as suggested by the previously discussed results of the study, the teachers might feel the lack of competence and experience in ecommunication and therefore be rather unsure about the usefulness of this form of contact with their students.
The results of the informal interviews with the teachers add more details and clarity to the findings obtained via a questionnaire and presented above. In what follows, the teachers approbatory comment, negative criticism, and suggestions for improvement with regard to the blended learning courses will be discussed.
Approbatory Comments
The convenience of access is pointed out by the teachers as one of the most significant benefits of distance teaching/ learning in general and the given blended learning courses in particular. In the teachers' view, this feature refers to both processes, i.e. studying and teaching anytime and anywhere. A learner can access the course with all its versatile materials like video recordings, grammar and vocabulary banks at any time and place where he or she has access to a computer and the internet. Likewise, the learners have a convenient access to a teacher's consultation or a discussion of a difficult issue with a colleague in a virtual forum.
Another important advantage, as seen by the teachers, is the learner-centred approach implemented through the application of blended learning. Given that the blended courses follow a continuous thematic outline, all the materials are supplied consistently with grammar theory, active vocabulary lists, interactive self-check exercises which enable the learners to work consistently and independently.
At the same time, the blended learning courses are acclaimed by the teachers for entailing a communicative approach to language learning. The beginner level students (A1) can find the video tasks, with the recordings of Lithuanian speakers talking English, which is quite encouraging for their own communicative production. For the more advanced students, the blended learning courses present an opportunity to drill their communicative skills in forums and chats of the virtual environment of the courses. In the virtual environment, as highlighted by the teachers, communicative competence can be developed in the form of a written production in forums and in the form of an oral production in chats. As generalised by Blake (2008) , who presents an overview of empirical research into online language learning, online and blended language learners show better results of written production and communication than their counterparts in traditional classrooms.
Negative Criticism
There were few points enumerated as negative aspects of the blended learning courses. Almost all of the teachers indicated that the reduced face-to-face element of language learning can be seen as the most negative factor. The teachers point out that this lack of a face-to-face contact can be most problematic for beginner level students or those who need more assistance and guidance in their endeavours. Another aspect indicated by the teachers as negative is the students' lack of motivation to participate in the virtual forums and chats. Such comments of the teachers can be seen as reflecting the fact that the application of blended learning does not have a long tradition in language teaching/ learning and teachers might be not very experienced in involving their students in interesting and fruitful activities.
Suggestions for Improvement
For the teachers, various technical inadequacies make the largest group of the problems which require solutions in order to achieve improvement. Some of the problems are related to the software shortcomings, others to a personal failure or lack of experience in its application. In any case, this comment of the teachers links closely with their expression of a personal wish for the development of their ICT skills. With regard to the content of the blended learning courses, the teachers indeed highlight the need for the continuous development and improvement of the courses. They primarily highlight the necessity to introduce more interactive exercises which, one the one hand, are found especially attractive by the students and, on the other hand, highly assist in autonomous learning.
Conclusions
The present research shows that the English language teachers display a generally positive attitude towards blended learning. Moreover, the teachers are appreciative with regard to different forms of blending ICT into language classes as for instance classes in the multimedia language teaching laboratory, the introduction of interactive tests and the element of distance learning. Nevertheless, the teachers maintain that the improvement of their personal proficiency in computer skills and the application of ICT is necessary to guarantee the effectiveness and productiveness of blended teaching/ learning. The teachers to a large extent agree about the efficiency of the blended learning courses in terms of the resources contained there, such as video lectures, theory presentations, interactive exercises for self-check and others. However, they express some doubts with regard to the usefulness of the activities in the virtual environment, such as virtual consultations and discussions, which can again be related to their need to improve their overall ICT-awareness. It can also be related to the fact that the young generation of students embrace technological progress more naturally than most of the teachers.
